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  Chapter one
Fire in the Sambódromo


The concrete beneath Isabella’s feet pulsed with Mangueira’s heartbeat. Not metaphorically—the drums in the belly of the Sambódromo vibrated every molecule of the floor, the air, her own collarbones. Two hours until the parade, and already the avenue outside howled with gritos and the screech of megaphones. Backstage, everything smelled like a damp, perfumed fist.
She pinched at her costume’s emerald bodice, yanking sequined straps until they stopped threatening to decapitate her. “Porra,” she muttered, tilting her neck to the side. A flash of silver caught her eye—her mother’s anklet, snug above the curve of her heel, a little duller each year but still the only piece of jewelry she trusted. Isabella pressed her thumb to it, rubbing the cool metal, breathing out the tightness in her chest. “Vai dar certo,” she whispered, not entirely sure who needed convincing.
The prep tent buzzed with disaster: a dozen dancers hunched over cracked mirrors, dabbing rhinestones along their cheekbones, or smearing glitter across freshly shaved thighs. Someone shrieked in Portuguese about lost feathers; two costume girls argued over whose sweat had ruined the glue gun. A ripped hemline prompted a crying fit. Near the fan, a passista in a fuchsia bikini tried to patch her eyebrow with a Sharpie, failed, and instead drew little hearts on her bicep. Most of the girls were here for the attention, some for the prize money, a few for the hope their faces might land on the Globo broadcast and maybe—just maybe—get them out of Mangueira.
Isabella was here for the drumline. That, and the adrenaline, and the way her blood seemed to rearrange itself every Carnival, raw and electrical and almost holy. She didn’t need the money, not really—her side gig at the café pulled in enough for new shoes and the occasional forró at Pedra do Sal. She needed the ache, the proof that her body still belonged to her and not to anyone else, least of all Thiago.
“Isabella Ferreira,” someone sang behind her, drawing out every vowel. “Olha só, your bunda is already famous, and you’re not even on the avenue yet.”
She glanced in the smeared mirror, caught Luana’s approach by the flash of yellow-gold eyeshadow. Ribbons in Luana’s box braids fluttered like pennants—neon pink, traffic-cone orange, Mangueira green. Her costume was a riot, sequins and fringe, cut dangerously low to showcase cleavage that could suffocate a priest.
“Meu Deus, Lu,” Isabella said, voice rough from rehearsal. “You look like a batedeira and a bag of balas had a love child.”
Luana grinned, unbothered. “Better than looking like a tragic Disney princess.” She thumbed a stray curl off Isabella’s forehead. “You okay? Or you just thinking about murdering your ex again?”
Isabella’s jaw knotted. She inhaled, held it. The bastard’s name still tasted like burnt coffee.
“I’m here to dance, Luana. Not to be stalked by some merda from the past.” She adjusted her breastplate, more forcefully than necessary. “Thiago doesn’t exist, remember? Not tonight. Never again.”
Luana cocked a hip, unimpressed. “Menina, you were dancing like you wanted to burn this place down at rehearsal. Some of the new girls are scared you’ll set their feathers on fire.”
“Maybe I will.” Isabella’s fingers went unconsciously to her anklet again. “Maybe that’s the point.”
The two of them stood in the tent's thick, swarmed by bodies in various stages of undress and emotional crisis. A costume girl—tall, freckled, with half her chest painted in gold—walked past, tripping over a boa feather. In the next aisle, a group of percussionists—bare-chested, skin shining with sweat—warmed up with clacking sticks on the folding tables. Their laughter boomed, drowning out the shrill whine of an electric razor as someone attempted a last-second bikini line fix.
Luana lowered her voice, went soft in the way only Luana could. “Listen, Isa. You don’t have to prove anything tonight. Not to Mangueira. Not to that homem. Not even to your mãe. You’re already the best.”
Isabella snorted, but it landed like a sob. “Tell that to the judges. Tell that to the crowd.”
“I will,” Luana said. “But you have to believe it first.”
The crowd outside pulsed in waves, audible even through tent canvas and a dozen screaming women. Isabella tried to imagine the avenue from above: a river of light, every passista and mestre and flag-bearer a pixel in some national fever dream. She pictured herself in it, legs slicing the air, eyes shining, body moving not because she had to but because she wanted nothing else.
Luana leaned in, drew a thin line of glitter on Isabella’s cheek. “Better. Now you shine.”
Isabella rolled her eyes, but allowed them to fuss over her. She allowed people to see her.
Behind her, a girl shrieked. Something about a missing shoe, a lost earring, a boyfriend spotted with the wrong samba queen. It didn’t matter. Nothing mattered but the avenue, the drums, the collective hunger of thousands waiting for Mangueira to show them something sacred.
The last call came: “Mangueira, pronto!” The tent exploded in motion, dancers surging toward the exit, everybody jostling for position in the tunnel to the avenida. Isabella’s pulse thudded, hot and wild, but her hands were steady as she reached for Luana’s. The two locked fingers, their skins a gradient of brown and gold.
“See you on the other side,” Luana said.
“Not if I burn it down first,” Isabella replied, voice already half-drowned by the thunder of drums.
As they stepped into the chokehold of the tunnel, the night swallowed them whole—sweat, perfume, the world’s eyes, and all.

The tunnel spat them out into white-hot chaos. Floodlights battered the avenue, carving every passista into a living neon sign. The Mangueira section unfurled ahead, green and pink banners snapping in the city’s wet breath. It was less a parade, a more violent resurrection—every samba school in Rio would bleed for the honor, but Mangueira never just bled. It made a massacre of joy.
Isabella led her block, chin up, spine flickering with electric defiance. Hips cocked, one heel in front of the other, she danced as if the asphalt might swallow her whole and she’d still claw her way out grinning. The drums hit her hardest, rolling up from her calves to her ribs, burrowing somewhere primal. She felt every eye, every lens, every old pervert in the crowd, but tonight she could weaponize it. Tonight, she would give them something to crave and something to fear.
The first steps onto the avenue sent a shock through her body, legs shivering in anticipation. Sweat broke instantly along her brow, the heat between costume and skin already soupy. Her sequins spat back the spotlights with every twist, the fabric grinding against the slope of her hips, the shoulder straps biting deeper with each snap of her torso.
She could hear Luana behind her, voice bright as a brass whistle: “Vai, Mangueira!” The rest of the section whooped, the air thick with ozone and old perfume, the sharp tang of anticipation, hairspray, cigarettes, rain on concrete.
The crowd was a living beast. Faces pressed against barricades, limbs reaching, cell phones lit in a drunken constellation. Vendors navigated the mob, sloshing cachaça into little plastic cups, passing deep-fried acarajé through gaps in the wire, everything happening in the margins of the chaos. Some kids climbed scaffolding, howling for beads or for the chance to see up a dancer’s skirt. Isabella clocked it all, the chaos mapped in her bones from a decade of Carnivals, but she kept her eyes forward—until something strange snagged at her periphery.
She spun, sharp as a razor, mid-move, and saw him: a stranger near the judges’ platform, tall, lean, posture military. He wore a tailored linen shirt that glowed white under the floodlights, sleeves rolled to show elegant wrists. His face was hidden behind a black feathered mask, the beak sharp, the eyes hollowed out and dark. On his left wrist, an expensive watch caught the light, blinding for half a beat. He applauded as if the rest of the avenue had vanished. When she met his gaze—no, when the mask found her—Isabella felt heat climb from the base of her spine.
For half a step she missed her count. Blood rushed to her cheeks, to her hands, her pulse a second drumline inside her chest. She dragged her stare away, twisting the lost beat into a tighter, more ferocious pivot, the sort of move that snapped audience heads in her direction and made the rest of the block hustle to keep up.
She danced as if her life were the thing at stake, not just pride, not just Mangueira’s standing. The routine was one she’d drilled so deep into muscle memory she could have done it blackout drunk, but tonight it felt like every gesture was being transcribed directly onto her skin. The drums pushed her higher, the whistles and shakers layering in, propelling her section forward with a greed that bordered on violence.
The avenue blurred past in snapshots: flashes of flashbulbs, sloshing beer on the concrete, the thick slap of pandeiros, kids with spray-painted hair hanging from lamp posts. She let herself fall into the dance, the way she always did, let it strip her of everything but sinew and sweat and wild, grinning hunger.
A sudden gust lifted her high bun, freeing three tight curls that stuck wetly to her forehead. The movement caught in the edge of her vision and for a split second she thought of her mother—what would she say, seeing Isabella like this, half-naked under the city’s gaze, every old superstition about bad luck and men with masks? The thought was gone as quickly as it came, replaced by the throb of applause and the grimace of a cameraman scrambling backwards to keep her in frame.
At the midpoint of the avenue, Isabella led the block through the passista sequence: a tumbling volley of spins, a flex and snap of hips so tight it could break ribs. She drove the tempo, barking out calls—“Vai! Gira!”—forcing the tempo even when the rest of the dancers started to flag. Sweat stung her eyes, but her focus was pure, elemental.
Another glimpse of black feathers on the sidelines. The masked man was closer now, leaning against a security barrier. He applauded her again, slow and deliberate, and this time she felt her whole body react—nipples prickling under the costume, thighs burning. It wasn’t lust, not exactly, but a hunger more dangerous than anything she’d known. She remembered the stories—rich men from Leblon, men who bought their way into the Mangueira balls just for the thrill, but something about the way he watched her wasn’t just transactional. He looked at her as if he could see all the way through: the pride, the anger, the petty ache she thought she’d buried.
She forced herself not to look again, riding the momentum of the drums into the final stretch. The section would close out with a crescendo, a human explosion of color and teeth and sound, and if she didn’t lead it perfectly, the old ladies in the pink satin would gossip about it for months. She wasn’t going to let that happen.
She emptied herself into the last sequence, legs splitting the air, arms slicing, body torqued until her vertebrae screamed. All the fear and humiliation—the months of practicing alone, the betrayal, the idiot ex—she fed it to the rhythm and let it burn up in the stadium lights.
The avenue ended before she was ready; the runway gave way to a wall of stagehands in neon vests; the dancers funneled into a side corridor slick with rain and spilled sweat. The drums faded behind her, replaced by the roar of the crowd, the raw, animal noise of ten thousand voices.
Isabella staggered for a second, her knees wobbly, lungs raw with exhaustion and the heady stink of victory. She turned, expecting to see Luana close behind, but her friend was still in the avenue, pulling two new girls into formation for their last bow.
For a moment, alone at the edge of the crowd, Isabella let her head fall back, let the night sky roll over her like water. She closed her eyes, tried to recenter, tried to will away the ghost of the masked stranger, but it was no use. His gaze—hot, unyielding—had scored itself onto the inside of her eyelids.
She wiped sweat from her brow, found a stray sequin glued to her finger. She flicked it away, then checked the anklet, just to be sure. The silver glinted, steady as ever.
A little comfort. Not enough, but tonight it would have to do.

The adrenaline was slow to drain. Even after the avenue emptied, after the floodlights softened and the crowd shifted its hunger to the next school, Isabella’s legs still trembled with phantom drums. She ducked past the traffic of costumed girls, men with walkie-talkies, tourists in stupid plastic hats, and landed near a concession cart wedged in a side corridor. Some performers from Salgueiro were sobbing against the brick, mascara streaking down their faces; two techies behind her made out with comic desperation, hands everywhere.
The street food vendors did a brisk trade: grilled queijo on sticks, slabs of coconut candy, caipirinhas sweating in tall plastic cups. Somewhere, a fan had abandoned a pair of neon flip-flops. Isabella didn’t stop to eat, didn’t stop at all—just drifted, breathless, along the perimeter, letting the aftershocks vibrate in her bones.
Then she sensed him again. The man in the black feathered mask.
He was less than twenty feet away, talking to no one, leaning against a light pole like he’d been born knowing exactly how to look expensive. The shirt—linen, pale as a secret—hung loose across his chest, the cuffs rolled and just a bit careless. Even from here, she could see the edge of the watch glinting. He wasn’t watching the stage. He was watching her, still; the mask frozen into a permanent smirk.
Isabella turned her back, feigning a sudden fascination with the mechanics of a churro cart. She counted her breaths, forced her hands to unclench, then set her jaw and risked a glance over her shoulder.
He was coming closer. Not with a stalker’s urgency, but with the calm of someone who expected to be met on his terms.
“Você tá vendo isso?” Luana’s voice, breathless and gleaming, materialized at her ear. She had gained a plastic tiara and a handful of fried chicken hearts. “The masked man is stalking, menina. Is he your new boyfriend
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